But although Mr. Pulsifer in his introduction to the tenth volume of The Records of the Colony of New Plymouth inserted this action of the Massachusetts council in 1676 concerning Roger
Williams, that action continued to escape the attention of the students of early New England history. The maker of the index to the volume either did not have the introduction in his possession or he failed to pay any attention to it. Accordingly, no reference to the action of the council found its way into the index, and the order of the council, although published, remained in obscurity. Dr. Henry M. Dexter, who published in 1876 his As to Roger Williams and His Banishment from the Massachusetts Plantation, does not allude to it, and doubtless never saw it. No mention is made of it even in Oscar S. Straus' Roger 2PROFESSOR DIMAN ("Publications of the Narragansett Club," Vol. II, p. 239) shows that the first session of the general court that passed sentence on Roger Williams was held at New Town, September 2, I635, adjourned to the next day, and then adjourned to "the Thursday after the next Particular Court." This particular court was held at New Town, Tuesday, October 6, I635, but September 3 is the marginal date that is erroneously carried through the whole record. The general court followed on Thursday, October 8, 1635. Professor Diman accordingly gives October 8 as the date of the sentence. But DR. DEXTER calls attention to the fact (As to Roger Williams, p. 58, note) that Winthrop says the sentence was imposed on the following day. This statement by Winthrop Professor Diman does not overlook, but suggests that Winthrop may have made an error in his record, or that he may mean that the vote determined upon the night before was officially announced the next morning. While Dr. Dexter has good reason for deeming it "much more probable " that the sentence was passed Friday morning, October 9, his statement in the same connection, "I believe I have the pleasure to be the first writer on the subject to state this date of the banishment, Friday, 9-19 October, I635, with entire accuracy," is characteristic. may be inferred that nearly all were in attendance. "All the ministers in the Bay" were invited to be present. There were at that time in the colony ten churches, with fifteen pastors and teachers. Of these, twelve, it is supposed, were in attendance at the meeting of the court. They were not members of the court, but they held very decided opinions with reference to the accused. In fact, they were the real prosecutors in the case; The magistrates and other members of the General Court, upon intelligence of some episcopal and malignant practices against the country, made an order of Court to take trial of the fidelity of the people, not by imposing upon them, but by offering to them an oath of fidelity, that in case any should refuse to take it, they might not betrust them with place of public charge and command.
Williams
Professor Diman, however, very justly remarks:
While it is quite probable that the opposition of Williams to the oath of fidelity had in the eyes of the magistrates, just at this juncture, a special political significance (Palfrey, History of New England, p. 40o), as the language of Cotton implies, yet it is clear that, in the mind of Williams himself, it was connected solely with religious scruples.10 9 Mr. Williams gave expression to his views on this point in writing, but the writing has not come down to us. His contention seems to have been that the land belonged to the aboriginal inhabitants, and that payment should be made to them by the colonists. At least this may be inferred from his own conduct in establishing his colony at Providence. The lands upon which he and his associates settled there he purchased of the Indians upon his arrival, and this purchase was confirmed to him March 24, I638, when the grant signed by the original grantors was extended so as to include all the land between the Pawtucket and Pawtuxet rivers. Later Roger Williams secured in England a patent for the lands he had purchased from the Indians, an act which evidently he deemed necessary in order to protect his own rights and the rights of his fellow-colonists. It was such a protection as in I686, on account of the abrogation of the colonial charter, the colonists of Massachusetts Bay in various places sought to obtain by purchasing of the Indians the lands they cocupied. This Court doth entreat of the brethren and Elders of every church within this jurisdiction that they will consult and advise of one uniform order of discipline in the churches, agreeable to the Scriptures, and then to consider how far the magistrates are bound to interfere for the preservation of that uniformity and peace of the churches.I3
It will be seen that these charges in some respects differ from those given by Mr. Winthrop in his account of the proceedings at the meeting of the court in July. Mr. Winthrop makes no mention of Mr. Williams' views concerning the patent and separation, but he does include his views concerning the extent of the authority of the civil magistrate and concerning oaths. The probability is that the two charges mentioned by Mr. Winthrop which do not appear among those mentioned by Governor Haynes, viz., "That a man ought not to pray with the unregenerate, even though it be with his wife or child," and "That a man ought not to give thanks after the sacrament, nor after meat," were regarded as comparatively unimportant, and It is not doubted that they would have left the Salem pastor undisturbed if he had been willing to refrain from giving any expression to his obnoxious views, They desired that he should retract them, but if he would not do this, they would have been satisfied if he had been content to keep these "newe and dangerous opinions" to himself. But Mr. Williams was a religious teacher, and the requirements of his position he would faithfully meet. Any other course on his part would have been a cowardly abandonment of his well-known principles concerning religious liberty. As occasion offered, or might seem to demand, he was ready at any sacrifice to state his views in the light he believed he had received. Now, to say that he was "violent," "tumultuous," "turbulent," in the expression of his views, and that we are to find in this the cause of his banishment, is to overlook the plain facts of the case in so far as they have come down to us in the reports we have concerning the proceedings connected with the banishment.
Certainly, nothing is more evident than that the charges against Mr. Williams had to do with opinions, not with Mr. Williams' expression of those opinions. Mr. Winthrop, in his account of the proceedings, makes no statement that indicates in the remotest way that the manner in which Mr. Williams had asserted his views came before the court. He was charged with holding certain opinions, and these opinions he firmly declined to retract. Mr. Hooker, who "was chosen to dispute" with Mr. Williams, was not able to "reduce him from any of his errors," and the sentence of banishment followed. So, too, in the sentence of banishment we have the statement that Mr. Williams had "broached and dyvulged dyvers newe and dangerous opinions," and that he declined to retract them; but nothing whatever is said concerning his "violent" and "turbulent" assertion of these opinions. This was John Cotton's later justification of the action of the general court, but we hear nothing of it at the time of the banishment. If Mr. Williams' "violent" and "turbulent" assertion of his "newe and dangerous opinions " led to his banishment, should we not expect to find some hint of it in connection with the proceedings of the court ?
In his As to Roger Williams the late Rev. Dr. Henry M. Dexter takes a still more singular position. "It is true," he says, "that Mr. Williams did hold, in an inchoate form, and had already to some extent advocated, that doctrine of liberty of conscience with which his name afterward became permanently identified. It is true that the language of the official sentence is susceptible of a construction which might include this among his 'newe and dangerous opinions.' It is true that Mr. Williams did himself claim that it was so included." But the action of the court, Dr. Dexter holds, was "solely taken in view of his seditious, defiant, and pernicious posture toward the state;" and he says: "I cannot help thinking that the weight of evidence is conclusive to the point that this exclusion from the colony took place for reasons purely political, and having no relation to his views upon toleration, or upon any subject other than those which, in their bearing upon the common rights of property, upon the sanctions of the oath, and upon due subordination to the powers that be in the state, made him a subverter of the very foundations of the government, and-with all his worthiness of character and general soundness of doctrine-a nuisance which it seemed to them they had no alternative but to abate, in some way safe to them, and kindest to him."'S There is not the slightest evidence that Roger Williams, at the time of his banishment, held in an "inchoate form" his That ever I should speak or write a tittle that tends to such infinite liberty of conscience is a mistake, which I have ever disclaimed and abhorred. To prevent such mistakes, I at present shall only propose this case: There goes many a ship to sea, with many hundred souls in one ship, whose weal and woe is common, and is a true picture of a commonwealth, or a human combination or society. It hath fallen out sometimes that both Papists and Protestants, Jews and Turks, may be embarked in one ship; upon which supposal, I affirm that all the liberty of conscience that ever I pleaded for turns upon these two hinges; that none of the Papists, Protestants, Jews or Turks, be forced to come to the ship's prayers or worship, or compelled from their own particular prayers or worship, if they practise any. I further add that I never denied that, notwithstanding this liberty, the commander of this ship ought to command the ship's course, yea, and also command that justice, peace and sobriety be kept and practised both among the seamen and all the passengers. The action of the Massachusetts council, however, is delightful evidence of the kindly feeling that was entertained for Roger Williams by the leaders of the Puritan colony, and, while it must have awakened memories that were not altogether pleasing, it could hardly have failed to have reached and touched his heart.
